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Work for the blind in the United States has just celebrated its hundredth 
anniversary and at present there are more than a hundred well-established state 
- and voluntary agencies for the blind in this country. Several millions of 
dollars are spent annually for their welfare and additional sums for the 
prevention of blindness. Yet in spite of general recognition of the impor- 
tance of blindness, no one can say with any degree of certainty what is the 
extent of blindness. The purpose of this paper is to point out some of the 


reasons why this is so, and indicate briefly some of the measures which are . 


er x: 


being taken to solve the problems involved. 

Sinee 1830, the Federal Bureau of the Census has included in its decennial 
enumeration a census of the blind. These enumerations formed an essential basis 
for the establishment of agencies for the blind in various states and cities, 


and particularly for convincing legislators of the need for the appropriation 


| of state funds to carry on such activities. 

| But these agencies increased in number, and particularly as greater efforts 
: were made to reach the blind in their homes instead of concentrating on those 

| who came to the institutions, it became apparent that the Census figures, use- 
ful as they were for certain purposes, were not complete. For instance, the — 


New York State Commission for the Blind reports that, in 1920, there were 
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approximately 8,000 blind persons in the state of New York known to the agencies 


~ 


for the blind. The 1920 census, on the other hand, reports only 4,205. This 

| Tcceetetensis of enumeration was recognized by the Census authorities them- 
selves and they estimated that while only 52,567 were reported in the 1920 
census, the total was probably 75,000. Various workers for the blind estimated 


that the total number was possibly 100,000. 
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Nor was the incompleteness of the count the only fault in the data. It 
was impossible to determine whether the blind persons reported in the census were 
representative of the blind population as a whole. It was conceivable that the 
blind in urban areas might have been more easily located than the blind in isola- 
ted districts, or that the young blind attending special schools were more 
completely reported than the adult blind living in their homes, etc. 

These defects in the data were due not to negligence on the part of the Census 
Bureau, but rather to two factors: First, certain problems inherent in the condition 
of blindness itself; and second, to problems inherent in periodic enumeration as 
a method. 

In the first place, "blindness" is a vague term and includes many degrees of 
visual defect. The definition of blindness used in the 1920 census was “inability 
to read even with the aid of glasses." ‘While this is satisfactory for general 
purposes, it is liable to variation in application at the hands of enumerators. 
Moreover, certain eye defects are of such a nature as to render the individual 
unable to carry on an occupation for which eyesight is essential, even though he 
may retain enough vision to read. 

Another difficulty is that many persons are unwilling to admit that there 
is blindness in the family and therefore do not report it. 

But what is possibly the most important reason for the incomplete reporting 
lies in the comparative rarity of blindness. The ntahent estimates so far arrived 
at would seem to indicate that the incidence of blindness in the United States is 
not more than one per thousand, and when the enumerator makes his inquiry about 
blindness and 999 times out of a thousand gets the answer "No" he is likely to 
give up asking the question. 

fhe various agencies for the blind, particularly those supported by State 
funds, have sought to overcome these difficulties and to secure more adequate 
figures by establishing so-called "registers of the blind,” on which the names 


and addresses of all blind persons known to live within the given area are 
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recorded, together with certain important facts regarding them. These registers 
have certain advantages over the Census enumeration in that: 
1. The agency for the blind has definite services to offer, and 
therefore there is an incentive for the blind person to report 


his blindness. 


2e The enumeration extends over a longer period of time and in 
many states is a more or less continuous activity. 


3. The enumeration or registration is done by persons whose chief 
interest is the blind, and who are more or less familiar with 
the conditions of blindness. 
Investigation, however, shows certain serious defects in the existing regis- 


ters, namely: 


1. The registration is done by persons who are for the most part un- 
acquainted with statistical methods. 


2- In all too many cases, the registration is based on the judgment 
of the field agent or on the report of the blind person, and not 
on actual tests of vision. 

3. The agency for the blind is primarily concerned with rendering 
service and consequently blind persons who are not in need of its 
service are likely to be overlooked. 


4. There is in most states no adequate machinery for keeping the 
register up to date. 


Even if weiwere prepared to say that, in spite of these weaknesses, the 
existing registers in individual states were sufficiently complete and accurate 
to make analysis of the data valuable, a comparison of the registers of various 
states shows that there is little uniformity in their definitions of blindness, 
in their methods of registration, and in the classifications they use in analysing 
the data collected. I+ is therefore impossible to make comparisons between one 
state and another or to compile from these registers any accurate figures on 
blindness in the United States as a wile. 

These, then,are some of the reasons why no accurate statistics on the extent 
of blindness are available. Workers for the blind and others interested in social 
problems have long felt the need of more adequate data on the subject, but until 
recently no organization was in a position to undertake the task. In 1929, however, 


the American Foundation for the Blind, a national organization for research in 
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problems of Wisi beoes) and the National Society for the Prevention of Blindness, 
a national organization for preventive work, united in calling an informal 
conference to consider the matter of better statistics of blindness. Those 
attending the conference included statisticians, representatives of the medical 
profession, workers for the blind, and social workers from other fields. Follow- 
ing this conference, a working committee was formed for further consideration of 
the problem. This Committee, known as the Committee on Central Statistics of the 
| Blind, its members being Dr. Ralph G. Hurlin, of the Russell Sage Foundation; Mr. 
Bennet Mead, formerly of the Census Bureau, where he had charge of the 1920 census 
of the blind; Dr. B. Franklin Royer, of the National Society fer the Prevention of 
Blindness, as a member of the medical profession; and Mr. Stetson K. Ryan, Executive 
Secretary of the Connecticut State Board of Equcation of the Blind, one of the 
leading workers for the blind in this country. The writer is also a member of the 
Sein Whee: The second part of this paper, which will deal with some of the measures 
that are being tried in an effort to develop better statistics of blindness will 
be based largely on the work of the Committee during the past two years. 

The problem of the extent of blindness can after all be resolved into two 
questions: What is blindness? and, How can the blind be enumerated? 

First, as to What is blindness? The definition employed in the 1920 census 
has already been mentioned -- "inability to read even with the aid of glasses." 
As has also been already indicated, workers for the blind felt that this did not 
entirely fit their nesds since some of the persons under their care were for 
vocational purposes blind, yet retained enough vision to pass the reading test. 
Physicians on the other hand, were accustomed to refer to blindness in terms of 
the amount of vision remaining, as shown by their measurement charts, and 
employed varying termimologies in recording their findings. 

In 1927, two professional organizations in work for the blind, namely, the 
American Association of Workers for the Blind and the American Association of 


Instructors of the Blind appointed a joint committee to draw up a definition of 
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blindness which would be acceptable to educators, ophthalmologists, and workers 
for the blind. the report presented offered three definitions acceptable. 

Rox pawtivery to each of the three groups named, 

Excellent as these definitions were, they were somewhat unsatisfactory for 
wintive teat purposes. 

One of the first tasks of the Committee on Statistics, therefore, was to 
develop some statistical basis for classifying persons as "blind" or "not blind." 
It was felt that no single definitio was likely to meet with the aubedve) of all 
groups concerned, but that some subdivision of the whole range of blindness might 
be effected so that the data of one agency might be compared with those of another. 
It was also necessary to develop some means by which the reports of the ophthal- 
ei neiate, who were likely to use different terminology and different systems of 
measurement, could be expressed in common terms, 

The Committee bas worked out a table for this purpose. The first step was 
to divide the blind into groups according to “amount of vision remaining," select- 
ing groupings which, according to experienced workers for the blind, had sighifi- 
eance in determining the vocational possibilities of blind persons. The upper and 
lower limits of these groups were then expressed in terms of Snellen measurements 
of vision the system of vision-testing whieh is in general use in this country. 
The groups selected were; 


1. Totally blind or having "light perception" only (0 to 2/200)* 

2. Having “motion perception” and "form perception" (2/200 to 5/200) 
3° Having “traveling sight" (5/200 to 10/200) | 
4, Able to read large headlines (10/200 to 20/200) 


ase 
5. "Borderline" (20/200 or more but not sufficient for use in an 
activity for which eyesight is essential. 


Since it is not always possible to arrange for a blind person to have an eye ex- 


amination, a set of tests 


* Snellen measurements of visual acuity. 
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for the use of lay workers was added, these tests corresponding as nearly as 
possible to the groupings already set up. 

This chart has been worked out with the help of several ophthalmologists 
and workers for the blind, but is still subject to modification by the various 
professional organizations to whom it is to be formally submitted. It has already 
been tried out on several groups of records with sutisfactory results and is being 
recommended for futher trial use by various agencies. Such a chart, will make it 
possible to compare the registers of the blind in different states which have 
hitherto been incomparable because of varying definitions of blindness, 

As to the other question, How can the blind be enumerated? Some of the 
difficulties involved in losating all the blind people in a given area have already 
been mentioned, and it has ore pointed out that there is reason to believe that 
the registers of the blind, even in states where the work is well established, are 
not entirely accurate, 

One of the members of the Committee suggested that it would be desirable to 
make intensive surveys in certain limited areas, to determine the degree of com- 
pleteness of the existing registers and Mr. Ryan, who is a member of the Committee 
and also head of the state work Por the blind in Connecticut, volunteered to make 
the first studies. It was agreed that as many groups in the community as possible 
should be reached in an effort to tap every available source from which names of 
blind individuals might be reported. Records were kept of the returns from each 
group so that the study served also as a test of the comparative efficacy of the 
various case-finding methods. 

two areas, one rural and one urban, were selected for the study, each with 
a population somewhat over 100,000 according to the 1950 census. 

fhe various methods used for securing new names were as follows: 

1. Letters to blind persons already on the register requesting them to 
report names and addresses of all blind persons they knew of. (These 
letters also served as a check on the accuracy of the existing 
registration). 


2. Similar requests to users of electricity in the selected areas, these 
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requests being enclosed in the monthly statements sent out by the 
company. A return postal card for the reply was also enclosed. 
Over 75,000 patrons were reached in this way. 
3. Requests to physicians. 


4. Requests to clergymen, with the additional requests that they make 
such announcements to their congregations, 


It was felt by the Committee that the schools might have been another fruit- 
ful source, but since for administrative reasons it was necessary to make the study 
during the mimes months, the schools had to be omitted, 

The returns were carefully checked against the existing register and against 
each other and all duplicates eliminated. Each blind person reported was then 
visited by an experienced field agent and certain data were secured. This visiting 
led to further eliminations of names. 

It was found that 771 names were reported from various sources. Of these, 512 
or about 66 per cent came from the electric service patrons. When it is remembered, 
however, that more than 75,000 patrons were solicited, and that these returns re- 
present less than eight-tenths of one per cent of the total, it becomes apparent 
that this method is not economical of labor. 

The next most fruitful source was the blind already registered -- these re- 
ported 79 names. Physicians reported 31 and clergymen 29. 

fo test the completeness of the survey, a re~canvass of certain towns was 
made, and 11 new names were added to the list; 112 names had already been reported 
from these areas so that the re-canvass represents an increase of 10 per cent. 
Because of certain factors in the re-canvass, this cannot be taken as a representa- 
tive figure, but it suggests that even the extensive methods used were steaiieas 
inadequate. 

Of the 782 names reported, 621 were discarded as being not blind, blind in 
one eye only, duplicates, or not located or living out of district. 

This left 161 names, or about 21 per cent to be added to the register, 

Of the 372 names on the register at the close of the survey, 211 had been on 


the register at the beginning. This gave a rate of .915 per 1000 of the general 
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population. Since the highest estimates made suggested 1 per 1000 as the probable 
incidence of witndouti, it might have been supposed that is original register was 
more than 90 per cent complete, 

Nevertheless, when the 161 new names were added to the register, making a total 
of 372 names, it became apparent that the original register had been only 57 per 
cent complete. In justice to Mr. Ryan's organization it must be added that the 
definition of blindness used in the study was somewhat more liberal than the one 
formerly in use, and this eccounts for part of the increase in names. But even if 
the more restricted definition is used and the “borderline” cases (which numbered 
45) are omitted, the original register is found to be only 65 per cent complete, 

Unfortunately, no record was kept of cases on the original register which 
during the survey were found to be obsolete (that is, dead, moved out of the area, 
or regained sight). That there were some such is known and this indicates a fur- 
ther inaccuracy in the original register. 

The conclusions drawn from this study were as follows: 


le That existing registers of the blind are probably not complete or 
up to date. 


2. That there is need for further trial and evaluation of case-finding 
methods. 


5. That there is need for the development of better methods of current 
registration and of eliminating "dead records." 


The Committee hopes to follow the Connecticut study by studies in selected 
areas in other states, with the two-fold purpose of testing the completeness of 
the registers and of testing and evaluating case-finding methods by which registers 
may be improved. There still remain, however problems of uniform classification 
of deta collected, of keeping registers up to date, and of arranging for some 

_ centralized compilation of the data from various states. This report is not so 


much a report of accomplishment as a report on problem and method. 
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McKay, Evelyn C. 
Problems in determining the extent 
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